TRIBALS : THE PRESENT AND THE FUTURE 


Tamckeply sensible of thehonour of this invitation fran 
‘Bhasha’ to deliver the Verrier Elwin Lecture. I am 
particularly grateful toProf. (Dr.) G.N. Devy forthis 
privilege. The lifeandworkofVerrierElwinwas inextricably 
intertwinedwiththetribalsof India. Elwin’ swasaloftyand 
distant dreamof civilizingour contenporary society tobe 
worthyoftheunalloyedsinplicity, artless andguileless 
civilizatimoofthetribal folk. Thetribal revered, its sense 
of the value of conmunity, its sense of sharing andthe 
effacement entirely of thecreedofeconamicindividualism, 
a joyous detachment fronpossessive instincts were, to 
Elwin, arefreshingdeparture framtheWestemethnocsntric 
individualism. Elwinwas aman of many parts: a scholar 
andauthor, awinner of Sahitya Academy Award, a Padma 
Bhushan, Gandhian, an Englishman distressed and 
disenchantedbythecoarsenessoftheBritishrule. 
Nikos Kazantzakis spoke some beautiful words of 

St.Francis: 

Whilewritingthis legendwhich truer than 

truth itself, Iwas overwhelmed by love, 

reverence andadmiration forFrancis, the 

hero andthe great Martyr. Often largetear 

drops smearedthemanuscript; often ahand 

hoveredbeforeme inthe air, ahandwithan 

eternally renewed wound; some one seemed 
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to have drivenanail throughit, seemedto 
bedrivinganailthroughit foralletemity. 
Every where about me as I wrote I sensed the 
Saints invisible presence because forme 
Saint Francis is amodel of the dutifulman, 
themanwhobymean of ceaseless, supremely 
cruel struggle succesds in ful fil Lingourhopes 
andabligations, samethinghighereventhan 
moralityortruthorbeauty, thedoligationto 
transubstantiate the matter which God 
entrustedtousandtum it intospirit. 


Writing of Elwin canbe an elevating experience. A 
youngman, not unknown to fame and to fortune; indeed 
born into an English family witha 400 year tradition of 
Christian religiosity, who came to India topreach the 
gospel andspreadthe Light of Christianity, was swept away 
by the Gandhian flood and finally integrated himself 
entirelywiththe Indian Tribal Ethos, Elwinistoo large in 
humantenns foramerepenportrait. It isno surprise that 
Elwin’ slrilliant intellectandrestlessspirithashactoloreak 
away fromthe establishment of the orthodox Church 
because his own image of humanity was too lofty to be 
confinedtoany strict structureddisciplineofestablished 
religion. Gandhi andJamna Lal Bajaj inaway, openedhis 
mindtothe tribal worldof India. Elwinwithhis co-worker 
Shamrao Hivale went tothe heartlandof the Gondtribals, 
there to stay with andbe part of them. His deep Indian 
sentiments andabidingconcoem forthetribals, necessarily 
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estranged him fromthe British rulers of the day who 
thought : 
AsamissionaryElwin isprobablyexcellent, 
but asa friendof India he is too credulous 
and sentimental to be anything but a 
dangerous nuisance. 


Elwinwas deeply traumatizedby the ruthlessness of the 

British authority in India. Heoncewrote : 

Noonewhohas everwatcheda lathi charge, 

especially on innocent people, will ever 

forget it—thosehigestickswhirlingintheair, 

the thud and thwack of the blow fallingon 

heador shoulder, the studiedarrogance of 

thosewho strike, theamazingChrist—like 

patienceofthesufferers. 

TheBritishestablishment treatedElwinwith suspicion 

andeven resentment and when he went back to England 
forashort stay, wouldrefusehima passport for return. 
After long and somewhat demeaning negotiations, Elwin 
hadto subscribe to an undertaking that he wouldabstain 
franparticipation inmatters political andwouldconfine 
himself tothe service of thetribals. Hewas constantly 
umersurveiLlanceoftheBritish. But theextraordirary life 
of service of Elwintothe cause of tribals is now legend. 
Later Jawaharlal Nehru asked him to go to NEFA as 
Advisor on Tribal Affairs. Elwin’ s great enchantment and 
engagement with Tribal 11 fehave left anindelible imprint 
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of this extraordinary personality onthehistoryofmodem 
Idia. 

We may now have a glimpse of the Tribal’ s worldin 
India sodeartohim. 

Forty years ago the Dhebar Commission recalledthe 
following words of Toynbee : 


Primitive societies, as we know themby 
direct observation may be likenedtoa 
people lying torpid upon a ledge ona 
mountain side with aprecipicebelowanda 
precipiceabove; civilizationmaybe likened 
to companions of these sleepers who have 
just risentotheir feet andhave startedto 
clinbupthe faceofthecliff above... At first 
Sight wemaybe inclinedto drawan absolute 
distinctionbetweenthetwogroups, acclaiming 
theclimbers as athletes anddismissingthe 
recinbent figures asparalytics; butonsecond 
thought we shall find it more prudent to 
suspend judgement . 

The Tribals werethemost exploitedsections duringthe 
Britishrule. After independence, theConstitutionheldout 
great pramnises forthe improvement of their lot. Article 46 
of theConstitutimenjoinsthat theState shall pranctewith 
special carethe educational andeconamic interests of the 
weaker sections of thepeople, andinparticular, of the 
Scheduled Castes andthe Scheduled Tribes, and shall 
protect them from social injustice andall forms of 
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exploitation. TheprovisiotoArticles275andArticles 330, 
332, 335, 378 envisage a special scheme for the benefit of 
the Scheduled Tribes andother deopressedclasses. 

Article 342 of the Constitution empowers the President 
tospecifythetribesortribal caomunitieswhichshall, for 
the purpose of the Constitution, be deemed tobe Scheduled 
Tribes. Article366 (25), intum, defines ScheduledTribes 
tomean the tribals andtribal conmunities as deemed in 
Article 342 tobe so. TheDhebar Carmission, therefore, 
doserved : 


The tem ‘Tribe’ is nowhere defined inthe 
Constitutionandin fact thereisnosatisfactory 
definition anywhere. To the ordinaryman 
theword suggests sinple folk livinginhills 
and forest; topeoplewhoarea Llittlebetter 
infomred, it signifiedcolourful folk famous 
fortheirdanceandsong; toanadninistrator 
it means a group of citizens who are the 
special responsibility of the President of 
India; toananthropologist it indicates a 
special field for studyofasocialphenarenon. 

Intheir ownway all these impressions are 
correct. 


According to the 1991 census, the country hada tribal 
pooulationof about 68millicn. That is roughlyequivalent 
to the population of Australia, Belgium, Canada and 
Sweden put together. Theestimated figures for 2001 would 
beabout 84.4million—about 8.3% of India’ spopulation. 
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The four states -Madhya Pradesh (15.4million), 
Maharashtra (7.32million), Orissa (7.03millicn) andBihar 

(6.62millicn) —account foralmost 50% of India’ s Scheduled 
Tribepopulation. The percentage of Scheduled Tribes in 
Central Services inClass ‘A’ was 0.21 1n1967. In1998, it 
became 3.21. It isonlyinClass ‘D’ services it has shown 
some improvement to 6.85%. The tribal population of 
Gondis largest Tribal group in India. 

Thetwinattachmentsofthetribals’ istolandandforest. 

Rev. W.J. Culshawwrites : 


The most powerful motive in Santal life is 
possession of the landwhich they tilL.No 
motive is sostrong inatribal peopleas the 
preservation ofthe lifeofthetribeandits 
mores..anda Santal’ s landnot only provides 
econamicsecurity, but isapowerful Linkwith 
his ancestors; andthis applies to newly 
enterednolessthantheold, fortheywillnot 
takepossessiontillthespirits approve. The 
landisapart of his spiritual aswellashis 
econamicheritage. 


The lands that may yet remain with Tribals now are 
poorly developed and sparsely irrigated and remain 
poorly integratedwith themarkets. Increasing nunber of 
tribal cultivators are forced intoagricultural wage labour. 

With the advance of times andwith tremendous changes 
that great strides in science and technology havebrought 
about, the large tribal population of India has tomakea 
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choice. The Dhebar Commission had said : 

We standat the thresholdof anewera. The 
tribal people are prepared tomake anentry 
into that era with other members of the 
family. Thecmlythingthat theyexpect is that 
the changes shouldnot destroy the harmony 
oftheir life, andthecontacts shouldnot result 
insuporessingtheirdistinctivepersomality. 

Speaking in the Constituent Assembly about the new 
aporoachtothe tribal problen, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel 
remarked : 

Twouldliketomakeonethingclear—isitthe 
intention of people who defendthe cause of 
the tribals tokeepthe tribalspermmanently in 
theirpresent State? Idonothinkit is intheir 
interest todo so. I think it wouldbe our 
endeavour tobring the tribal peopletothe 
level ofMr. Jaipal Singh. 

Evenasthetribals face the compelling need tomake 
anoptionto jointhe outside worldandget alongwith the 
business of theworld, there are same unhappy prospects 
of the consequences of this integration. One isthe loss of 
identity this assimi lative processes brings about . The 
second, which is consequential tothe first, isthe lossofa 
great life-style, of anabiding sense of comunity andof 
aphilosophy of rejection of econanic individualismwhich 
are in striking contrast with the cultureof cametitive 
consumerism of contemporary modern world. The third 
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isthe loss of arich storehouse of Tribal Art, culture, 
traditional wisdom and Tribal medicine. The modern 
worldwithits facades, deagotions, econamicinterests, with 
itsceaselessacquisitivestrife forpossessimofwealthand 
power, not asameans tohigher ends, but as ends in 
themselves is strikingly different fromthe sense of 
comercial innocence of Tribal way of life, thoughmuch 
of whichmay aLready be changing, thanks tothe constant 
interaction with the socalled ‘civilisedman’ . But the 
iconoclastic winds of change now sweeping over all 
institutionswill not passbythisgentleculture. 

The rich cultural worldoftribalArts is an invaluable 
component of the mosaic of Indian Art. The broad 
philosophy of Tribal life, intunewithadeep inner culture 
ofman, andits cherishedvalues preservedover centuries 
arenowinamelting-pot. The fact remains that they cannot 
forever remain unaffectedby what goes on outside their 
limitedworld. Howthen can adelicate balance between 
continuity andchange, modernity andtradition andthe 
brave newworldoutside andthetraditional life-style of 
Tribals be achieved? Howcan the richheritage of tribal 
Art, Music, lore and legend, traditional knowledge be 
preserved? How is the baneful impact of development on 
tribal habitat and1ifebeassuaged? Largest singlegroup 
adversely hit by development projects in independent 
India is of the Tribals. The pace andprogress of their 
rehabi Litationhas beendismal. Soisthemanner inwhich 
members of the DeNotified Tribes are custamarily treated 
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bytheadministraticn, particularlybythepolice. 
The Sub-Conmittee of the Constituent Assembly had 
earliersaid: 

Both exclusion andpartial exclusion have 
not yieldedmuch tangible results intaking 
theaboriginal areas towards removal of that 
condition or towards economic and 
educational betterment. Reoresentationof 
partially excludedareas inthe legislature 
and in local bodies has been weak and 
ineffectiveandis likelytocontinuetokeso 
for some time to come. Education shows 
cefinite signs ofbeingsought aftermoreand 
more but the poor economic conditions of 
theaboriginal andthedifficulty of finding 
suitableteachers present problems which 
must be over-came before illiteracy canbe 
properly tackled. The great need of the 
aboriginal isprotection franexpropriation 
fronhisagricultural landandvirtual serfdam 
under themoney—lender. 


It also soundedanote of caution : 


The tribes themselves are for themost part 
extremely simple people who canbe andare 
exploitedwitheasebyplains folkresultingin 
the passage of land fommerly cultivatedby 
themtomoney—lenders andothererstwhile 


10 Verrier Elwin Memorial Lecture 


custams andway of 1ifewithinstituticos like 
tribal andvillage panchayats or councils 
which are very effective in the smoothing 
villageadministration. Thesuchendisruption 
of tribal customs and ways be exposure to 
the impact of amore complicated and 
sophisticatedmanner of life is capable of 
doing great harm. 


It is forthat very reasonElwinpleadedisolation forthe 
tribals because of themoral contaminationof the outside 
world. Hewrote : 

Untilmodem life is itself reformed, until 
civilizationisitselfcivilized, untilwaris 
banished fromEurope and untouchability 
from India, there isnopoint intryingto 
changetheaboriginals. 

Farbetter let thembe forthetimebeing—not 
for ever, of course; that wouldbe absurd. 

Perhaps intwenty, fifty, orahundredyears 
a race of menmay arise who are qualified 
toassimilate these fine people intotheir 
society without doing themham. Suchmen 
donot exist today. 

Tadvocate, therefore, fortheaboriginalsa 
policyofterporary isolaticandprotection, 

and fortheircivilizedneighbours apolicyof 
immediate reform. 


Tribals : The Present & The Future 11 


Tfyouwant tohelptheaboriginal, donot try 
torefommhim: reformthe lawyer, thedoctor, 
the schoolmaster, the official, andthe 
merchant, withwhomhe has todeal. Until 
that is done, it is farbetter to leave the 
aboriginal alone.... 


Fortunately, alargerunberof right thinking, intellech als, 
anthropologists and social workers are focusingattention 
ontheprotectionof these great values toprotect them fran 
the ravages of exploitation perpetrated inthe name of 
ceveloarent.. Thankstotheirefforts, theissuesoffprotection 
of Tribal interests has acquiredthe statusofa specialized 
study. These efforts are yielding results. Governments, 
developmental economists andothers are increasingly 
deferingto the advocacy groups on Tribal interests and 
are effecting changes, andmid-course corrections, in 
develoorentalpoliciesaffectingtribals. 

Theprincipal issues inthis discoursearethe imperative 
forapolicyofdeveloarent of Tribal areas whichenvisages 
the legitimate share to the Tribals inthebenefit of 
develoament andthe needto identify andcamprehensively 
docurent all traditional knowledbeavailableinthecomntry 
sothat effective steps forprotectingthe ‘camonheritage’ 
of tribals andothers are taken. This has acquiredurgency 
and added significance in view of establishment of an 
Intergovermmental Cammittee on Intellectual Property 
andGenetiicResournces, Traditional Knowledge andFolklore 
bythewlPOGereral Assembly, at its twenty-sixth Session, 
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in Geneva. The protection of traditional 
knowledge, innovations and creativity; and 
the protection of expressions of folklore, 
including handicrafts were amongst the agenda 
items for discussion inthe first sessions of 
the Committee during April, 2001. These issues 
cannot be left to those who in the past have 
made the theme banal by reason of stereo-typed 
speculation. Awider national participation 
in the dialogue is necessary. 


